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WAYS OF THINKING 


Ways of Thinking is designed for anyone interested in exploring 
contemporary art and its exhibition framework. It offers succinct and 
synthesized information on the exhibition’s concept, the artists 

and the works featured. For the online version of Ways of Thinking, 
please visit our website: www.ellengallery.concordia.ca/2006/en/ 


Through collaborative performance, installation, public process and 
theoretical and practical research, the work of interdisciplinary group 
PME-ART is an ongoing process of questioning the world, of finding 
the courage to say things about the current predicament that are direct 
and complex. 

Performing as themselves, they create actions, conditions and speech 
executed with a singular intimacy and familiarity. This intimacy reduces 
the separation between performer and spectator, opening up a space for 
thinking, tension, reflection and productive confusion. Within this space 
they present meticulously prepared material in a manner that is open and 
loose, sliding the situation towards the unexpected, towards a sense of 
connection with whatever the public brings. 

While the style of the work may seem fragmented, and is in many 
ways a reflection of the fragmented times in which we live, the work also 
generates a deeply human experience with a foundation in basic yet 
ephemeral realities: people working together, dealing with the public, 
simply trying to figure things out. 


The Book of Disquiet was written as a series of 
inter-related fragments that Fernando Pessoa worked 
on between 1913 and his death in 1935. It was 
discovered in a trunk left behind in his small room, a 
trunk that also contained a lifetime of other writings: 
poetry, plays, philosophy, criticism, translations, 
linguistic theory, etc., variously typed, handwritten or 
illegibly scrawled in Portuguese, English and French. 
He wrote in notebooks, on loose sheets, on the 
backs of letters, advertisements, handbills and in the 
margins of earlier texts. The Book of Disquiet was 
first published in Portuguese in 1982 and there 
have been many different versions since, as various 
editors and translators attempted to put the book 
together in whatever way seemed best to them at 
the time. 

Fernando Pessoa also continuously fragmented 
himself into other writers he famously called 
heteronyms: imaginary characters created to write 
in different styles. Some of his most fully developed 
heteronyms include: Alberto Caeiro, a shepherd, 

a humble man of little education who nonetheless 
wrote poems filled with philosophy and paganism; 
Ricardo Reis, a classicist, a monarchist, a doctor 
who wrote in an austere, cerebral manner, with 
particular attention paid to the correct use of the 
Portuguese language; and Alvaro de Campos, 

a world traveller, whose poems expressed a fervent 
wish to experience the entirety of the universe in 
himself. However, Bernardo Soares, the author of 
The Book of Disquiet, an accountant working on 
Rua dos Douradores in Lisbon, was merely a semi- 
heteronym. “He's a semi-heteronym,” Pessoa wrote 
in the final year of his life, “because his personality, 
although not my own, doesn’t differ from my own 
but is a mere mutilation of it.”! 

Pessoa clearly planned to compile his fragments 
of disquietude into a finished manuscript, but never 
managed to do so. Based on the many notes he left 
behind, if he had been able to complete the book 
in his lifetime, it is likely he would have edited it down 
towards a shorter, more cohesive narrative. Like 
many authors, he might very well have edited 
out some of the most contentious, vulnerable or 
revealing passages. Therefore, the ramshackle glory 
of The Book of Disquiet that we know today derives 
in no small part from the fact that it was assembled 
long after its original composition, and that this 
method of assembly implicitly acknowledges the 
work's deeply unfinished nature. 


Adventures can be found anywhere, 
méme dans la mélancolie 


The only basis for truth is self-contradiction. 
The universe contradicts itself, for it passes 
on. Life contradicts itself, for it dies. Paradox 
is nature's norm. That’s why all truth has a 
paradoxical form.? 

— Fernando Pessoa 


When you watch a film that makes you cry, do the 
tears come from within the film or from within you? 
This is a stupid question, since the answer must 
be something like: a bit of both. Another question 
might be: if you were to get together with your 
friends and remake the film not in order to imitate it, 
but in order to change it into something closer to 
your own life, would this new, remade version still 
make you cry? 

The relation between art and emotion is a 
long and complicated one. With Adventures can 
be found anywhere, méme dans la mélancolie, 


DESIGN: 1218A TEXTS: JACOB WREN AND PME-ART LEAFLET PRODUCED WITH THE SUPPORT OF THE FREDERICK AND MARY KAY LOWY ART EDUCATION FUND. 


PME-ART rewrites The Book of Disquiet page by 
melancholy page, altering the emotional tenor of 
the book in many subtle and unsubtle ways. Of 
course, within any conventional view of literature, 
rewriting such a classic and deeply loved text is 
practically sacrilege. But the intention here is not to 
break any particular canonical rules, rather to see 
what happens when a door long assumed to be 
locked is partially reopened, when fragments left 
unfinished seventy-nine years ago are mischievously 
treated as if they still remained unfinished today, 

as if one could simply continue working on them. 

Fernando Pessoa was a great writer and it is 
unlikely that PME-ART will be able to consistently 
match his eloquence or depth. They will give it their 
best shot, but clearly that cannot be the point. This 
is a more playful, democratic, collaborative notion 
of writing. Pessoa’s virtuosity in turning his own 
compulsions and doubts into literature here meets 
a contemporary moment, the year 2014, in which 
compulsions and doubts are expressed in a 
multitude of old and new ways: online, in televised 
pseudo-reality and in every kind of autobiographical 
literary expression. What might it mean to rewrite 
these fragments today? What shades of early 
twenty-first century emotion might be woven into 
Pessoa’s unfinished twentieth century elegy? 

One joke we often tell: PME-ART is rewriting 
The Book of Disquiet to make it a little bit happier. 
But just a little bit. And then what kind of happiness 
could this possibly be? Is it the author or the 
reader whose mood will be lightened? The word 
‘happiness’ perhaps conjures an imaginary past-life 
America: ‘Life, Liberty and the pursuit of...,’ fantasies 
that in the harsh light of our current economic and 
ecological collapse might seem threadbare at best. 
At times, in artistic works, there is a kind of reverse 
psychology effect; extremely sad works can make 
you feel happy and vice versa. Sometimes simply 
expressing something socially taboo, for example 
extreme sadness or apathy, gives the viewer or 
reader a feeling of release, even elation. Pessoa's 
almost absolute melancholy has this effect on many 
readers, and therefore the happiness being sought 
of course already exists between the lines, in the 
affect of the original text. 

One clue to the added happiness PME-ART is 
searching for might be found in the unfinished nature 
of the composition itself. While previous experts and 
translators sought to work towards some definitive 
version of The Book of Disquiet, here we clearly find 
ourselves drifting towards the distant other end of 
the finished/unfinished spectrum. (Emotions, one 
might suggest, are always left unfinished.) When 
nothing is finished, everything remains possible. 

At least for a while. Or at least within a work of art. 
This is one of the paradoxes that art can scratch 
away at and evoke: sometimes a job well done is a 
job left partially undone, to make room for the future. 
Pessoa never finished his masterpiece The Book of 
Disquiet, and neither does Adventures can be found 
anywhere, méme dans la mélancolie. One can gaze 
at a fragment and fear its implicit sense of failure. 

Or one can glance at a fragment and think: this 

is only the beginning. 


Notes 

1 Richard Zenith, Introduction, The Book of Disquiet 
(New York: Penguin, 2008), p. xi. 

2 Fernando Pessoa, The Selected Prose of Fernando Pessoa 
(New York: Grove Press, 2001), p. 67. 


Since 2008, PME-ART has created the 
performances Every Song I've Ever Written 
(FFT-Diisseldorf, 2012), HOSPITALITY 1: 
The Title Is Constantly Changing (Studio 303, 
2008), HOSPITALITY 3: Individualism Was 
A Mistake (Harbourfront Centre and Usine C, 
2008) and The DJ Who Gave Too Much 
Information (Triennale québécoise, Musée 
d'art contemporain de Montréal, 2011); 

the installations HOSPITALITY 2: Gradually 
This Overview (Articule, 2010) and The Title 
ls The Question (Making it Work, Leonard 

& Bina Ellen Art Gallery, 2009). Earlier they 
created En frangais comme en anglais, 

it's easy to criticize, Le Génie des autres/ 
Unrehearsed Beauty and Families Are 
Formed Through Copulation. 


PME-ART's projects have been presented 
over the last sixteen years in more than forty 
cities in Québec, Canada, Europe, Japan 
and the United States. In 2011-2012, they 
were nominated for the Conseil des arts 

de Montréal’s 27" Grand-Prix. Alongside 
the artists, PME-ART consists of Co-artistic 
Directors Jacob Wren and Sylvie Lachance, 
Administrative Director Richard Ducharme 
and Technical Director Mathieu Chartrand. 


www.pme-art.ca 


PME-ART wishes to thank Dora Garcia, 
Anne Parisien, Claudine Hubert and OBORO. 
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